The world's largest peer review exercise, which assesses the research quality of every UK university department, in its third round has found research stronger than ever, but the results provide cold comfort for researchers as the exercise, used to divide research cash, means more hands clamoring for limited funds. Some 55% of researchers who were counted in the exercise are in departments that won the top 5 or 5* grades, up from 31% in 1996 and 23% in 1992.
The call came ahead of the higher education minister, Margaret Hodge, making clear that there would be no more government money to cover the improved research performance next year. Speaking at a parliamentary select committee meeting last month, she likened research in universities to the football league and said that the government did not want too many in the premier division.
Top of the list are the University of Cambridge, Imperial College, London and the University of Oxford. Other key performers include the University of Warwick and University College, London. "Critics will try to pour scorn on these improved results, claiming they are caused by grade inflation as institutions and academics have become proficient at playing the research assessment game. We can counter those assertions," said Newby.
"The 2001 RAE was more robust and transparent than previous exercises. Considerable improvements were made in the management and operation of the exercise, enabling us to place more reliance on the results. The benchmark standard of international excellence has been confirmed by nearly 300 international experts," he said.
In the light of the exercise, the funding body in England will award grants for next year. It will cap any large increases in university budgets to provide a safety net for others that are set for large cuts in funding. The funding council says it will protect funding for the world-class research departments awarded the top rating of 5* in the exercise. But it also says it will provide some funding for departments
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Downside of assessment success
British university researchers have won unprecedented plaudits for the quality of their research in the latest assessment exercise but already meagre funds may be thinning out as a result of the analysis reports Nigel Williams.
Mixed messages: Cambridge University has come out well in the latest effort to anayse the quality of British university research, but the outcome still poses problems for funding research in the university.
with some national standards of research rated 3a and 3b.
A statement released by the council said, "The overall improvement in research ratings, combined with the limited amount of funds, means that there will inevitably be some reduction in levels of funding for departments rated below 5*." Newby has estimated that an extra £200 million a year would have to be found if departments were to be funded on the same basis as before. The funding councils will review the RAE this year to check whether it is still fit for the purpose for which it was designed. "I am sure there will be another RAE," says Newby. "I think it is inevitable that you reward research on a selective basis. Whether it is an RAE in the current form, I have my doubts." A major issue is the prevalence of ASDs. The report concludes that in children under eight, 6 in 1,000 children are on the autistic spectrum, confirming that the condition is not as rare as was previously thought. The report withholds judgement on both the prevalence in the adult population and the question of whether or not there has been an increase in recent decades. As autism was only defined in the 1940s and definitions have shifted since, comparisons over time are still difficult to make.
Considering the causes of autism, the report reconfirms the widely held view that the disease arises from a combination of many genetic susceptibility factors, which may be modulated by environmental influences in ways which as yet remain unknown.
In accordance with previous expert panels, the review confirms that there is no evidence to confirm the suspected link between the MMR vaccine and ASDs. While the comings and goings of this possible culprit have been widely reported in the media, some more promising leads such as the prevalence of bowel disorders in autistic children, which may point to physiological links between the digestive system and neurotransmitters, have found little attention so far.
With respect to the future of autism research, the report defines three key areas:
• improving the case definitions in order to assist the health services to the families concerned as well as research into epidemiology and causes;
• enhanced epidemiological studies to clarify the role of genetic and environmental factors;
• systematic investigation of physiological abnormalities linked to autism.
Furthermore, the importance of integration between the different research disciplines involved, ranging from clinical psychology to molecular genetics, and an improved interfacing with the professionals in the health services who are involved in the diagnosis and treatment of autism are highlighted as strategic goals. Lastly, the report acknowledges the large amount of knowledge residing with the 'lay community' -people with autism and their carers. For the first time in a government-commissioned report of this magnitude, such common people participated in all the meetings and contributed significantly to the resulting report. It is to be hoped that this forebodes an improved communication and exchange between all parties interested in autism, and that a broadly based research effort will eventually crack the mystery of this not so rare disease.
